The 2004 West Nile virus season is just starting to peak, but U.S. health officials are already seeing some trends. In what could be a shift from last year, 55% of all U.S. cases reported so far have been in Arizona-274 cases in all, according to the 13 August issue of the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). That already represents a giant jump for the state, which reported only 13 cases last year, less than 1% of the 9862 total U.S. cases reported in 2003.
Because the disease hits hardest in the late summer and early fall, it's hard to say whether Arizona will retain its dubious distinction as a West Nile hot spot. At this time last year, Colorado was leading the pack and ended up with nearly one-third of the 2003 cases. Overall, 495 U.S. cases have been reported so far this year.
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To what extent can concepts exist without the words to express them? That question has long occupied philosophers and linguists. Now, in an article published online this week by Science, Peter Gordon of Columbia University has added to the debate with an unusual study on mathematical thought. Among members of a tiny tribe in the Amazon jungle that has no words for numbers beyond two, the ability to conceptualize numbers is no better than it is among pigeons, chimps, or human infants, the psycholinguist finds. The research suggests that "without a language for numbers, people don't develop an ability to perceive exact numerosities," he says.
The Pirahã, a hunter-gatherer tribe of about 200 people, live in small villages on a tributary of the Amazon. They have little social structure and no art, and they barter instead of using currency. They also have one of the world's most phonemically limited languages, with just 10 consonants and vowels. Although the Pirahã have words for one and two (hói and hoí), even those only indicate approximations, says Gordon.
A decade ago, Gordon visited the Pirahã to conduct fieldwork with linguist Daniel Everett, now at the University of Manchester, U.K., and his wife Keren, who spent 20 years with the tribe. Gordon gave a series of tests to the men (women and children were too shy to participate) to see how they dealt with concepts that have no representation in their language. Even in the simplest taskasking them to duplicate a row of up to 10 batteries he placed on a table-he found that the Pirahã performance started to decay after two or three batteries. They also did very poorly in a task requiring them to copy lines on a piece of paper (see picture). Tasks requiring cognitive manipulations of numbers were also beyond them. For example, the men could not retain the memory of a number, as demonstrated in a test where eight nuts were shown to them and then placed in a box.
Perhaps the most striking result came from a test in which the men saw a piece of candy being put into a box with a picture of several fish on the lid. They were then shown the box with the candy in it and another box that had either one more or one fewer fish on its lid and asked to choose a box. Even though a correct guess meant a candy reward, subjects did no better than chance. Their performance "looks like what you see in infants or animals; the notion of a precise one-to-one correspondence is not there," says Gordon.
Although some linguists have hypothesized that humans possess an innate number sense, Gordon contends that his results cast doubt on this theory. "What's innate is being able to see [specific numbers] up to three," says Gordon, who believes that this limitation is related to the fact that the Pirahã language is not recursive. For example, it is impossible for villagers to make comparisons such as "this pile of nuts is bigger than that pile." Instead they would say one pile is big and the other is small.
Calling the study "fantastic," psychologist Lisa Feigenson of Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, Maryland, says that language must be causing the "drastic" difference in the number sense of the Pirahã. Feigenson notes, however, that other cultures with limited number terminology have developed ways of expressing the concepts.
Gordon says that the study favors a hypothesis by linguist Benjamin Lee Whorf, who believed that language is more a "mold" into which thought is cast than it is a reflection of thought. Everett takes a somewhat more interactive view, believing that the absence of both words and concepts for numbers is "the result of cultural constraints against quantification." That view seems to be bolstered by the Everetts' attempts to teach the Pirahã numbers. Although children easily learned number words in Portuguese, the adults lost interest during the lessons. Everett also says years of attempts to teach adults to use the Brazilian currency came to naught, with adults telling him that "their 'heads were too hard' " for this type of thing. -CONSTANCE HOLDEN
